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Take your Bible and meet me in Exodus 2 so we can get after it.  

 

Given that it’s Mother’s Day, I decided to postpone our study of the next text in Genesis, which happens to be 

one of the worst examples of the relationship between parents and children we have in the book. We’ll get to it, 

don’t worry. I thought today, however, we would look at a passage that has an interesting point of contact with 

the flood story we have been studying and has a number of beautiful examples of women being used in 

powerful ways for the sake of children. Seriously, this section of Scripture has some awesome examples. In the 

previous chapter we meet Shiphrah and Puah, two midwives, who risked their lives to defy a ruler who thought 

he had the right to order the murder of children in the birthing room.  

 

And now, in chapter 2, we meet three more women that God used for the sake of His people, and the sake of 

one of those rescued children in particular, a boy by the name of Moses. But more than just learning about these 

women, this text can teach us something of God’s mysterious providence, which is put on display through the 

actions of these three unnamed women. One of these women is a nurturing mother put in an impossible 

situation. Another is a young girl who puts her quick reflexes to good use. And the third woman defies her 

wicked father and “demonstrates compassionate maternity is more than merely a biological process.”1 These are 

the unlikely people that God chose and used to accomplish His redemptive purposes and it just may deepen 

your appreciation and gratitude for the sovereignty of God.  

 

Let’s look at the text. As we jump into the story, where are we? Well, God’s people are enslaved in Egypt and 

the pharaoh, who is the leader in Egypt, just decreed that every male child born to the Hebrew people was to be 

killed in the Nile. It’s a horrible situation. With that context in mind, follow along as I read, beginning in verse 

1 of Exodus 2. This is God’s Word… 

 

“Now a man from the house of Levi went and took as his wife a Levite woman. 2 The woman conceived 

and bore a son, and when she saw that he was a fine child, she hid him three months. 3 When she could 

hide him no longer, she took for him a basket made of bulrushes and daubed it with bitumen and pitch. 

She put the child in it and placed it among the reeds by the river bank. 4 And his sister stood at a 

distance to know what would be done to him. 5 Now the daughter of Pharaoh came down to bathe at the 

river, while her young women walked beside the river. She saw the basket among the reeds and sent her 

servant woman, and she took it. 6 When she opened it, she saw the child, and behold, the baby was 

crying. She took pity on him and said, ‘This is one of the Hebrews’ children.’ 7 Then his sister said to 

Pharaoh’s daughter, ‘Shall I go and call you a nurse from the Hebrew women to nurse the child for 

you?’ 8 And Pharaoh’s daughter said to her, ‘Go.’ So the girl went and called the child’s mother. 9 And 

Pharaoh’s daughter said to her, ‘Take this child away and nurse him for me, and I will give you your 

wages.’ So the woman took the child and nursed him. 10 When the child grew older, she brought him to 

Pharaoh’s daughter, and he became her son. She named him Moses, ‘Because,’ she said, ‘I drew him 

out of the water.’” (Exodus 2:1-10) 

 

What we just read was the account of Moses’ birth and a brief explanation of how he survived in a time when 

boys like him didn’t. The tale of God’s intervention begins with the mention of the boy’s parents in verse 1. Not 

much is said about them. Their names are given later in Exodus—Amram (his father) and Jochebed (his 
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mother). How these two came to be married is never explained, but their marriage is a kind of union that will 

later be forbidden in the very Law their son (Moses) would mediate (Lev. 18:12-14; Cf. Exod. 6).2 We also 

discover later that Moses isn’t their first child (Num. 26:59). They already had at least two children—a 

daughter, named Miriam (who we will meet in a few verses) and a son, named Aaron (7:7). 

 

The focus here in Exodus 2:1 is not the identity of these parents (or their other offspring), but the fact that both 

these parents were Levites. At this point in history the Levites have no special significance. They are just one of 

the many tribes of Israel. But eventually Moses and his brother Aaron will inaugurate a priestly line coming 

from this tribe. These priests would represent God before the people and represent the people before God. Thus 

the Levites would have a special purpose in the life of Israel. In establishing that Moses has this double-

Levitical heritage, the text is anticipating the special priestly role that Moses will have before the people of 

Israel. He will represent them before God and God before them, not merely in a ritual way (like Aaron and his 

descendants), but in the actual events that await us in the story. You can see this especially in Moses’ prayers 

and the way he mediates God’s Law to the people at Mt. Sinai.3 All that to say, that priestly heritage is being 

foreshadowed here in verse 1. 

 

The actual birth of Moses is summed up in verse 2. Jochebed delivers the child, quickly realizes she has a son, 

and therefore hides him from the authorities that were seeking to kill all the male children. The text says, “she 

saw that he was a fine child,” but what it was about the child that seemed special is never explained. He 

probably wasn’t glowing or anything like that. Perhaps the description means that he was handsome (cf. Acts 

7:20; Heb. 11:23). It may signify that he was healthy. But the Hebrew literally reads, “and she saw that he was 

good.” Does that sound familiar? It should. It’s not a moral statement. That’s an expression that is repeated 

again and again in the creation account of Genesis 1. God creates light, then God saw that it was good. God 

gathers the waters, then God saw that it was good. God created the vegetation, then God saw that it was good. 

And so on and so forth with each new phase of the creation account.4 So here, in Exodus 1, we have creation 

language.5 God’s creating or recreating again. It’s not about the birth of one man. It’s about the birth of a 

people, a new beginning, where God’s creative purposes and creational designs can be realized.6 And there is 

more creation language in the next verse.  

 

According to Hebrews 11:23, she and her husband hid their child for three months because “they were not 

afraid of the king’s edict.” Just like the midwives we met in the previous chapter, they feared God more than 

Pharaoh. They were living by faith, not by fear. Unfortunately, in the fourth month, the boy’s mother realizes 

that he is no longer safe in their home. At that age he was, no doubt, gaining some mobility and crying with 

more volume, both actions could potentially draw unwanted attention from the authorities, who would have 

abducted and killed the child, if they discovered he was being sheltered. So, when she could no longer hide the 

baby safely, she comes up with a plan. She’s going to put the child in a basket and deposit the basket on the 

Nile. Verse 3 tells us that she takes a basket made of bulrushes (or reeds of papyrus), which grew in the area, 

and she coated it with bitumen (or tar) and pitch to seal up the holes.7 In effect, this gave the basket the ability 

to float and provided some shelter from the elements and creatures on the river. 

 

You may be thinking, “What kind of plan is that?” That doesn’t seem like a good idea. How would a child 

survive on the water? The elements would kill him eventually, if he’s not malnourished, devoured, or drowned 

first. Why on earth would she carry out this desperate plan? These are difficult questions to answer because the 

text doesn’t spell out her logic. The most we can say is that God placed this plan on her heart to bring to fruition 

His redemptive purposes.8 She’s operating with at least some hope (even if that hope has burned down to just a 

flickering wick) because why else would she go through the trouble of sealing up the basket, if she didn’t think 

there was at least a chance God might intervene and deliver the child. She must have considered the possibility 

that he might be discovered and rescued by someone. That’s why she readies the basket. Surely a floating 

basket would draw attention. Someone would take the time to investigate that oddity. Maybe someone would 

intervene who could care for the child in a way she no longer could. Maybe they would show compassion. 

There’s no hope for the child with her. There’s at least a faint chance on the water, if the right person 

discovered the child. That may have been her thinking. 



 

But it’s also possible that she has chosen the location of the drop off strategically. Is it not conceivable that she 

knew that place where the Egyptian princess bathed regularly and meant all along for her to discover the child? 

The fact that the child’s sister is watching all of this from a distance, may suggest that there was some design to 

the actions, but we cannot know for certain. Yet even if that was the plan all along, this mother has no way of 

knowing if the princess will rescue the child. It was her father after all who demanded that these children be 

drown in the water. Maybe she would just retrieve the basket and leave the boy on the waves. At the very least 

we can say that the child’s mother thought this was the only hope for the child’s future. It’s a proverbial “crying 

basket at the door of the orphanage” situation that we tend to think of, except in this case the porch is the Nile, 

and the nun is an Egyptian princess.9 Clearly, however, “the hand of God’s providence was at work in 

preserving the life of Moses” through these very means.10  

 

Before we consider the outcome, let me mention something that’s easy to miss in English. The word for 

“basket” in verses 3 and 5 is a word that everywhere else is translated “ark” and is always used in reference to 

Noah’s “ark.” Evan mentioned that detail a couple weeks ago in passing. That connection is hardly accidental. 

Every Hebrew reader would pick up on this point of contact and pondered the similarities between the Flood 

narrative (Gen. 6-9) and this story. Remember the Flood is presented as a re-creation of sorts, which draws on 

creation language from the beginning of Genesis just like the Exodus story does. In both stories the “ark” in 

question is coated in “pitch” to protect it from the elements (Exod. 2:3; Gen 6:14). Both “arks” contain special 

men that God has called to play significant roles in His redemptive plans to preserve His people.11 While their 

respective “arks” were drastically different in size (Moses was not floating downstream “in a three-story zoo” 

for a bassinet12), but both Noah and Moses were adrift in the chaotic waters of their time only to pass from 

death to new life (1 Pet. 3:20-22).13 The waters they survive are the very waters that claimed the lives of many 

others. Ironically, the Hebrew word for “ark” sounds remarkably similar to the Egyptian word for “coffin.”14 

 

Furthermore, this part of the Exodus story anticipates some things we are going to see later. The way the infant 

Moses is delivered through the water is going to be replayed on a grander scale when the nation of Israel, in the 

infancy of her existence, will pass through the waters (Exodus 14).15 And what waters will Israel pass through? 

We usually say the Red Sea, but in Hebrew it’s literally “the sea of reeds” (e.g., 13:18; 15:4). Did you catch 

where Jochebed put the basket? According to verse 3, “among the reeds” (same word). So there’s some 

foreshadowing at work in Exodus 2. 

 

Once the basket is in the water, verse 4 tells us the boy’s “sister stood at a distance to know what would be done 

with him.” Then at some point, the next verse explains, one of the daughters of Pharaoh comes down to the 

water to bathe16 and she spots the basket. At her request, her servant retrieves it and peers inside and find a 

crying baby. And, according to verse 6, she says, “Awwwwwww!” Well, not exactly (but maybe). She says, 

“This is one of the Hebrews’ children.” And we’re told that “she took pity on him.” Collectively all the readers 

breathe a sigh of relief. Taking pity on the child means that she is not going to kill the child, even though her 

father required that all these Hebrew boys be drown. She has no intention of following that edict after seeing 

this boy. 

 

Sensing an opportunity, the boy’s sister pops out of the background and asks the Egyptian princess, “Shall I go 

and call you a nurse from the Hebrew women to nurse the child for you?” (1:7). That seems like a good 

suggestion to the princess, so she sends the girl away to recruit one of her people to nurse the child. The 

princess knows there are many grieving, Hebrew mothers around who have lost their sons to the Nile recently 

and are therefore biologically able to nurse a child, since the princess herself cannot. Of course, the princess has 

no idea the girl is the infant’s sister. Not surprisingly, the sister, Miriam, knows just the woman to nurse the 

child—their biological mother, Jochebed. When she comes before the princess, she’s given the instructions we 

find in verse 9—“Take this child away and nurse him for me, and I will give you your wages.” I’ve always 

wondered how she replied. How hard it must have been for her to keep her composure and fight back the tears 

so the princess was none the wiser about her relationship to the child. And in a funny twist, Jochebed is actually 

paid to nurse her own child.17 What a turn of events!  



 

Of course, that will not last forever. We don’t know how much time passes between verses 9 and 10, but 

eventually, when the child is done nursing, “she brought him to Pharaoh’s daughter, and he became her son.” 

That had to be bitter-sweet. She must have cherished the extra time with her son in those nursing years. Her 

family must have passed on as much of their heritage to him in those early years. But the time came when he 

had to be returned to the princess. As hard as that was, any mother would much prefer that outcome to the all 

but inevitable death that would have resulted had he not been discovered by the princess on that fateful day. 

Furthermore, the princess adopts the child as her very own son. He would not grow up as a slave, but as a 

prince. We don’t know the dynamics of their relationship, but there’s no reason to doubt it was a loving 

relationship. She risked a lot to take the boy in. She defied the most powerful man in the land.18 She didn’t have 

to raise someone else’s child. Her adoption of the boy meant that he would receive the highest benefits the land 

could afford. For her to do that, she had to want to do that, which suggests to me some measure of compassion 

and sincere love.   

 

It is also the princess who names the child “Moses.” That name is a play on words from two different languages 

from the two different cultures of his upbringing. It sounds like the Egyptian word for “son of.” That “m-s” 

syllable is common in Egyptian names like “Ramses” (son of [the sun god] ra) or Thutmose (son of [the god] 

tut). In Moses case it’s just, “son of” with no mention of his descent, perhaps because the princess doesn’t know 

his background (cf. Heb. 11:24-25). On the other hand, the name “Moses” sounds a lot like the Hebrew verb 

meaning “to draw out.” That’s a fitting name because, as she says, “I drew him out of the water” (2:10). Later, 

of course, it will be Moses who draws out his people from the land of Egypt. It’s going to be fun for us to see 

that play out together. 

 

But what do we learn about God in our text today? Well we learn a number of things about God’s providence. 

Let me mention three of those things in particular. Here’s the first one… 

 

 

God’s Providence Is Always Present Even When He Seems Absent 

 

Did you notice that God is not mentioned in this series of events? Yet it’s undeniable He is orchestrating these 

events. These are not coincidences we are reading about. These are God-incidences.19 God is sovereignly 

maneuvering the people and circumstances and none of the original audience would have denied this. We 

should not deny it either. It’s God’s way, His m.o. (modus operandi). Listen to these famous words Paul wrote 

to the Romans… 

 

“And we know that for those who love God all things work together for good, for those who are called 

according to his purpose.” (Romans 8:28) 

 

Commenting on this verse in relation to Exodus 2, Anthony Selvaggio writes, 

 

“While the events of our lives may seem incredibly trivial in comparison to the major events that have 

unfolded in God’s redemptive plan, this divine pattern of God bringing good things out of bad is 

replicated in the pattern of our lives. The truth of Romans 8:28 is, in fact, most relevant and true at those 

very moments when we are most likely to place its truth in doubt. God always ‘works all things together 

for the good of those who love him’ (Rom. 8:28). Our problem is that we often do not see or understand 

his gentle hand of providence while we are in the midst of trouble. Yet, even in our most desperate 

moments, he is there. He is there working all things together for good for us…Moses wasn’t the only 

person who experienced the power of God’s providence; every believer enjoys this privilege. What this 

means for us is that…we can be comforted by the knowledge that God is aware of our struggles and, 

more importantly, will use our trials for good and his glory.”20 

 



This is really important for us to see in the text this morning. We have to remember that all of this story occurs 

in a time that was more dire than any God’s people had ever faced. If there was ever a time where they would 

be tempted to think God had forgotten them or abandoned them, it was now. What could they point to as 

evidence of His care? Yet we see, through the benefit of hindsight and the bird’s eye view of the narrator, that 

God is in fact doing something remarkable in their midst, though the people as a whole (and even the family 

directly involved) never could have predicted the “good” that God was up to in their circumstances. We have to 

see this and remember that God hasn’t changed. He has promised us to work all the details of our lives—the 

sweet and bitter providences—for our good and His glory. If that was true for them in the dark times that they 

lived, then it is certainly true for God’s people today. It’s true for every Christian in this place. Take heart. God 

is working behind the scenes in ways you can’t see. Your blindness to His activity, doesn’t erase its reality. 

 

Another commentator offers some helpful wisdom related to these ideas. 

 

“Too frequently passages such as Romans 8:28 are thought to mean that God works against our 

everyday trials to bring some good out of it. Although it is true that God can and does at times deliver 

his people from such circumstances, most Christians would agree that it is more common for the Lord to 

work through our circumstances; indeed, he puts us in certain difficult situations precisely because he 

plans to work some good in our lives. And that “good” is not a temporary shot in the arm but nothing 

less than God’s conforming us ever more to the image of his Son. The point, then, is that God works not 

so much despite our circumstances as in them, through them, with them.”21  

 

That’s so true. But don’t you wish you had the script that God has authored for your life? This leads to a second 

lesson… 

 

 

God’s Providence Is Often Detected Only In Retrospect 

 

There is no way that Moses’ biological mother, or his sister, or the rest of his people could have imagined the 

historical significance of these events. It all felt personal. It was a big deal for them, but never in their wildest 

dreams could they have imagined that God was no just protecting a boy that meant something to them but 

raising up a savior to deliver their whole people. Never could they have imagined that no greater deliverer 

would ever walk the earth until God’s own Son came in human flesh. Never could Moses’ biological mother 

have imagined amid the pain of handing her son to the daughter of Pharaoh, that God was orchestrating the 

boy’s circumstances so that he could receive the best education the world could offer and be equipped for the 

unique calling of mediating between two peoples and between God and people (Acts 7:22). Never could they 

have imagined that even the most obscure details of these events anticipated future acts of God that His people 

celebrate to this very day. Yet that’s that God was doing. All that and more. 

 

In their life they would realize some of this however, but it would only be decades later. It would come after 

many years of suffering when they finally had a moment to look back and consider their lives in retrospect. And 

that’s often the case in our lives as well. God’s providence is always present in your life, but you will often not 

see it until you view your life in retrospect. That takes time. Learn that lesson from this text and it will deepen 

your faith in those seasons when you are waiting for God’s past activities in your life to come into view. “This 

is true,” Selvaggio writes, “even when our story does not end well and things to not turn out ‘right’ in the end. 

Even when we fail to experience a ‘happy ending,’ God is still working for our good and his glory.”22  

 

Here’s another lesson… 

 

 

 

 

 



God’s Providence Often Comes From Surprising Sources 

 

One of the reasons we fail to see the hand of God in our lives is because we can’t see it until we have some 

distance between us and our current circumstances. But another reason we often fail to detect His activity is 

because we’re looking for it in the wrong places. God choses the weak things in the world to shame the strong. 

God chooses the foolish things (like the cross), to shame the wise. God doesn’t operate in accord with worldly 

wisdom. He loves to flip that wisdom on its head. And, if that is true (and it is according to Scripture), then that 

means it should not surprise us that God uses surprising sources of providence in our lives. It shouldn’t surprise 

us that God would use the Nile that was meant to destroy His people’s male children, to be the means of saving 

the deliverer of His people. It shouldn’t surprise us that God would use a woman from the enemies of God’s 

people to care for and nurture the one whom God would use to draw them out of slavery. These patterns are 

instructive for us. Don’t be surprised if God uses surprising sources to provide for His people today as well.  

 

These are some of the main lessons this text is teaching us. And these are lessons the Gospel teaches us. How 

did God choose to save? Through One that the world judged as weak, through a cross that most judge as 

foolishness. As the prophet said, Christ “had no beauty or majesty to attract us to him, nothing in his 

appearance that we should desire him” (Isa 53:2; NIV). He was not what people expected. He’s not what 

people thought they needed. He was what people deemed worthy to discard. As John said, “He came to his own, 

and his own people did not receive him” (John 1:11). 

 

But fortunately, that’s not all John said. He adds, “But to all who did receive him, who believed in his name, he 

gave the right to be children of God, who were born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of 

men, but of God” (John 1:12-13). Despite our rejection, in other words, God willed to save. How? Because 

Christ died for sinners. And through faith in Christ, we can experience forgiveness of sin and reconciliation 

with God. Our sins against a holy God deserve to be punished. Justice must be served. The question is who will 

be the recipient of that justice—you or Jesus Christ in your place? When Jesus died on the cross He took upon 

Himself our sins and He substituted Himself in our place, experiencing every drop of God’s justice and wrath 

deserved by sinners. When He rose from the grave we are assured that His sacrifice was sufficient to remove 

our sins.  

 

But it’s only through faith in Christ that we can experience that forgiveness, that salvation. It’s only through 

trusting in Christ that we can have peace with God. Unless Jesus is our substitute through faith, then we have no 

substitute and the justice we deserve will be experienced personally by us one day. But He came and made a 

way through His death and resurrection for you to be made right with God and receive salvation. Believe in 

Him and you will be saved. If you want to discuss that, let’s talk after the service. There will be a pastor at each 

of the exits.  

 

For now, let’s pray… 
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